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General Information about This Document 

Whatôs in this document: 
The California Department of Transportation (Department), as assigned by the Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA), has prepared this The California Department of Transportation 
(Department), as assigned by the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), has prepared this 
Initial Study-Mitigated Negative Declaration/Environmental Assessment (IS-MND/EA), which 
examines the potential environmental impacts of the alternatives being considered for the 
proposed project located in Mono County, California.  The Department is the lead agency under 
the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA).  The Department is the lead agency under the 
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA).  The document tells you why the project is being 
proposed, what alternatives we have considered for the project, how the existing environment 
could be affected by the project, the potential impacts of each of the alternatives, and the 
proposed avoidance, minimization, and/or mitigation measures. 

What you should do: 

¶ Please read this document.   

¶ Additional copies of this document and the related technical studies are available for review 
at the Caltrans District 9 Office located at 500 South Main Street, Bishop, CA 93514. This 
document may be downloaded at the following website: 
 https://dot.ca.gov/caltrans-near-me/district-9 

¶ Weôd like to hear what you think.  If you have any comments about the proposed project or 
would like to request a public meeting, please send your written comments or request via 
postal mail or email to the Department by the deadline.  

¶ Send comments via postal mail to: 
Angela Calloway, Environmental Office Chief 
500 S. Main Street, Bishop, CA 93514 

¶ Send comments via email to: 
Angela Calloway (angie.calloway@dot.ca.gov) 

¶ Be sure to send comments by the deadline:  March 8, 2021. 

What happens next: 
After comments are received from the public and reviewing agencies, the Department, as 
assigned by the FHWA, may: (1) give environmental approval to the proposed project, (2) do 
additional environmental studies, or (3) abandon the project.  If the project is given 
environmental approval and funding is obtained, the Department could design and construct all 
or part of the project. 

Alternative Formats:  
For individuals with sensory disabilities, this document can be made available in Braille, in large 
print, on audiocassette, or on computer disk.  To obtain a copy in one of these alternate formats, 
please call or write to Department of Transportation, Attn: Christine Knadler, Public Information 
Office Chief, 500 S. Main Street, Bishop, CA 93514; (760) 872-0601 (Voice), or use the 
California Relay Service 1 (800) 735-2929 (TTY to Voice), 1 (800) 735-2922 (Voice to TTY), 1 
(800) 855-3000 (Spanish TTY to Voice and Voice to TTY), 1-800-854-7784 (Spanish and 
English Speech-to-Speech) or 711. 

https://dot.ca.gov/caltrans-near-me/district-9
mailto:angie.calloway@dot.ca.gov
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PROPOSED MITIGATED NEGATIVE DECLARATION 

Pursuant to:  Division 13, Public Resources Code 

Project Description 

The California Department of Transportation (the Department) proposes to widen the paved 
highway shoulders, install rumble strips, rehabilitate asphalt pavement, and correct the super-
elevation of three curves of U.S. 395 from postmile 91.6-93.4 in Mono County, California. There 
are three construction, or ñbuildò, alternatives under consideration, and one ñno-buildò alternative 
under consideration which would not build any portion of the project.   

Determination 

This proposed Mitigated Negative Declaration (MND) is included to give notice to interested 
agencies and the public that it is the Departmentôs intent to adopt an MND for this project.  This 
does not mean that the Departmentôs decision regarding the project is final.  This MND is 
subject to change based on comments received by interested agencies and the public.  
 
The Department has prepared an Initial Study for this project and, pending public review, 
expects to determine from this study that the proposed project would not have a significant 
effect on the environment. 
 
The proposed project would have no effect on: aesthetics [scenic vista, scenic resources, light 
glare]; agricultural and forest resources; air quality; biological resources 
[candidate/sensitive/special status species, movement of wildlife/nursery sites, preservation 
policies/ordinances, conservation plans]; cultural resources; energy; geology and soils; 
greenhouse gas emissions; hazards and hazardous materials [hazard to public/environment, 
hazardous emissions, hazardous site, airport, emergency response/evacuation plan, wildland 
fire exposure]; hydrology and water quality [groundwater decrease, pollutant release in hazard 
zones, water quality control/groundwater management plans, increase stream runoff]; land use 
and planning; mineral resources; noise; population and housing; public services; recreation; 
tribal cultural resources; utilities and service systems, and wildfire. 
 
The project will have a less than significant effect on the following: 
 

¶ Aesthetics [visual character]: the proposed project would have some impacts to the visual 
character of the area both during and after construction. During construction, heavy 
equipment and bare soil slopes will be visible by highway viewers. These conditions will be 
temporary as equipment will be removed after construction and bare slopes will be 
revegetated with native plants (commitment VIS-2). After construction has completed new 
visual elements including anchored wire mesh, guardrail, graded shoulders and retaining 
walls will be visible within the project area. These elements are common roadside features 
that already exist on US 395 both north and south of the proposed project. Treating metal 
features with camouflaging agent (Natina) will also help blend those structures blend into the 
surrounding landscape. If exclusionary wildlife fencing is installed, it will also be treated with 
Natina to help blend it into the surrounding landscape. Therefore, the measures proposed 
by the Caltrans Landscape Architect would minimize any less than significant impacts to 
visual/aesthetic resources: 

o VIS-1: Anchored wire mesh installed on cut slopes, metal beam guardrail, and 
retaining walls should be treated to match the color and all aesthetic treatments 
used on other projects in the vicinity. Color treatment, such as Natina, will also 
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help anchor wire mesh and metal beam guardrail to visually blend in with the 
background soil and vegetation, thereby reducing its noticeability by drivers. 

o VIS-2: Disturbed slopes will be revegetated with native plant species after 
construction has completed. This will reduce the time needed for vegetation to 
regrow on the slopes, help avoid propagation of invasive plant species, and 
reduce soil erosion from wind and rain. 
 

o VIS-3: The tops of cut slopes will be contoured into a rounded shape where 
feasible to mimic natural topography. 

 
o VIS-4: Existing vegetation will be preserved to the greatest extent feasible by 

tightening contours, cut slopes and retaining walls during the Design phase of the 
project. Disturbance or removal of existing vegetation will only occur when 
necessary to construct the project. 

 
o VIS-5: Retaining walls and slopes near Hot Creek should be aesthetically treated 

and revegetated with riparian species to the greatest extent feasible. 
Opportunities will be developed by the Caltrans Project Landscape Architect. 

 
o VIS-6: If wildlife exclusionary fencing is approved and added to the project 

description, the fencing should be color treated, such as with Natina, to blend the 
fence visually into the background vegetation and soils. 

 

¶ Biological Resources [aquatic resources]: As proposed, all three Build Alternatives 
(Alternatives 1, 2, and 3, and the optional wildlife crossing features) would temporarily 
impact wetlands. Wetlands will be avoided to the utmost degree feasible through the use of 
Environmentally Sensitive Area (ESA) fencing, which will constrain construction activities 
near the highway and away from wetlands which have been identified near the project area 
(but not within the project footprint). Some wetlands are anticipated to be temporarily 
impacted from construction equipment and personnel accessing the areas west of the 
highway to construct the widened shoulders, retaining walls, and creek diversion structures. 
The following measures are proposed for all three Build Alternatives to avoid or minimize 
less than significant impacts to riparian habitat and aquatic resources: 
 

o BIO-2: Environmentally sensitive area (ESA) fencing will be installed between the 
construction area and wetlands, waters, and riparian vegetation outside of the 
project impact area (PIA). 
 

o BIO-3: A full-time biological monitor will be onsite to monitor all construction 
activities in and around aquatic resources. 

o BIO-4: All construction personnel on site will receive training prior to construction 
which will include locations of ESA fencing and other conditions required to avoid 
or minimize impacts to aquatic resources. 

o WTR-1: All appropriate water pollution control Best Management Practices 
(BMPs) will be implemented prior to ground disturbance to avoid degradation of 
water quality from construction activities. 



 

 
Sonora Junction Shoulder Widening Project   January 2021 
IS-MND/EA 09-36800 6  

o WTR-2: The contractor will be required to prepare and submit for Caltrans 
approval a Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plan (SWPPP), which will outline the 
specific BMP types and placement locations to avoid water quality impacts. 

¶ Biological Resources [migratory corridors]: The project area lies within a migratory corridor 
for the West Walker herd of Mule Deer, which are known to cross US 395 in or near the 
project limits during their spring and fall east-west migration. US 395 has bisected this 
corridor since it was built, and the proposed build alternatives would not add vehicular 
capacity to the highway or induce additional travel, therefore traffic patterns are expected 
to remain consistent with existing conditions. Wider shoulders and the removal of roadside 
vegetation will increase driver sight distances, deter deer from entering the shoulders to 
feed, and increase available area to maneuver around wildlife which may result in fewer 
deer-vehicle collisions, however this benefit cannot be quantified. During construction 
activities, human presence and noise from construction equipment may discourage deer 
from entering the highway corridor, however this condition will be temporary both daily 
(work hours restricted to daylight hours per County ordinances) and seasonally when 
weather conditions in northern Mono County often restrict construction to summer months. 
None of the proposed Build Alternatives or temporary construction activities would create 
additional barriers to migratory movement compared to the existing conditions and 
therefore would have a less than significant impact on wildlife movement in the project 
area. If the optional wildlife crossings and exclusionary fencing is approved, an opportunity 
to benefit wildlife movement in the project area would be added to the project. 
 

¶ Hazards and Hazardous Materials (transport/use/disposal of hazardous material): The 
proposed project may require the routine disposal of treated wood waste from existing 
guardrail posts. Any treated wood, which requires disposal will be handled and disposed of 
at an appropriate facility following all Caltrans standard procedures and State or County 
regulations. It is currently not anticipated that roadside soils will be transported offsite for 
disposal, however if this becomes necessary, testing for aerially deposited lead will occur 
and soils will be handled and disposed of at an appropriate facility following all Caltrans 
standard procedures and State or County regulations. The following measures are 
proposed for all three Build Alternatives to avoid or minimize potential impacts to less than 
significant  from hazardous materials. 

 
o HAZ-1: Disposal of treated wood waste will follow Caltrans standard 

specifications and all State and County requirements.  

o HAZ-2: If disposal of roadside soils is required, Aerially Deposited Lead (ADL) 
testing will occur to confirm the presence or absence of lead contamination. If 
confirmed, soil disposal will adhere to all Caltrans standard specifications as well 
as State and County requirements.  

¶ Hydrology and Water Quality [erosion from stream alteration, increase in impervious 
surfaces] - The proposed project includes working within running waters and diverting Hot 
Creek. Standard measures are proposed to lessen erosion through the use of standardized 
Best Management Practices (BMPs) used on all Caltrans projects for stormwater and water 
quality control. Hot Creek will be redirected away from the highway shoulder slopes, but the 
hydraulic capacity of the creek should not change significantly and any impacts from the 
diversion during high water flows will be less than significant.  
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¶ Transportation Per CEQA Guidelines section 15064.3, subdivision (b), transportation 
projects that reduce, or have no impact on vehicle miles traveled should be presumed to 
cause a less than significant transportation impact. The proposed project is neither capacity 
increasing nor a project that will lead to an increase in development or population. Based 
on 2018 Traffic Volumes and 2018 Annual Average Daily Truck Traffic (AADT) data, an 
assumed annual growth rate of 0.5%.Therefore, it will have a less than significant impact 
on vehicle miles traveled.  

 
With the following mitigation measures incorporated, the proposed project would have less than 
significant effects to: 
 

¶ Biological Resources [aquatic resources]: As proposed, all three Build Alternatives 
(Alternatives 1, 2, and 3, and the optional wildlife crossing features) would temporarily 
impact wetlands and permanently impact riparian habitats and streams (Hot Creek). 
Diverting Hot Creek will result in permanent impacts to riparian habitat and water 
resources as the creek is diverted during construction and established into a new course. 
Impacts to Hot Creek and wetlands will require CDFW 1600, Army Corps of Engineers 
404, and State Water Quality Control Board 401 permits. These permit applications will be 
submitted after an alternative is chosen and precise impact areas are calculated, and often 
include specific avoidance, minimization and/or mitigation measures. Until the specific 
mitigations are known, the following mitigation measure is proposed for all Build 
alternatives to mitigate for permanent impacts to aquatic resources. 

o BIO-5: Mitigation for permanent impacts to waters and riparian vegetation within 
the project impact area will be in the form of purchasing credits from a mitigation 
bank or by paying into an in-lieu fee (ILF) program. Final credit amounts and 
ratios will be determined through coordination with regulatory agencies during the 
permit application process. 

 

________________________________   ______________________ 
Dennee Alcala       Date 
Deputy District Director 
Planning and Environmental 
District 9 
California Department of Transportation 
 
Leave unsigned for proposed ND or MND. 

  



 

 
Sonora Junction Shoulder Widening Project   January 2021 
IS-MND/EA 09-36800 8  

Table of Contents 

 

PROPOSED MITIGATED NEGATIVE DECLARATION
 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
4 

TABLE OF CONTENT S
 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
8 

LIST OF TABLES AND F IGURES
 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
10 

CHAPTER 1 ï PROPOSED PROJECT
 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
12 

Introduction .........................................................................................................................12 

Project Description ..............................................................................................................15 

Alternatives ..........................................................................................................................16 

Permits and Approvals Needed ..........................................................................................26 

CHAPTER 2 ï AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT, ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES, AND 
AVOIDANCE, MINIMIZAT ION, AND/OR MITIGATION MEASURES
 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
27 

Topics Considered but Determined Not to be Relevant  ................................................27 

Human Environment ...........................................................................................................30 

Visual/Aesthetics  .............................................................................................................30 

Cultural Resources  ..........................................................................................................34 

Physical Environment .........................................................................................................38 

Hazardous Waste/Materials  .............................................................................................38 

Biological Environment.......................................................................................................40 

Natural Communities  .......................................................................................................40 

Wetlands And Other Waters  ............................................................................................47 

CHAPTER 3 ï CALIFORNIA ENVIR ONMENTAL QUALITY ACT  (CEQA) EVALUATION
 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
59 

Determining Significance under CEQA ..............................................................................59 

CEQA Environmental Checklist ..........................................................................................60 

Climate Change ...................................................................................................................87 

REFERENCES
 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
102 



 

 
Sonora Junction Shoulder Widening Project   January 2021 
IS-MND/EA 09-36800 9  

CHAPTER 4 ï COMMENTS AND COORDINATION
 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
104 

CHAPTER 5 ï LIST OF PREPARERS
 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
106 

CHAPTER 6 ï DISTRIBUTION LIST
 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
108 

APPENDICES
 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
109 

APPENDIX A.  TITLE V I POLICY STATEMENT
 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
109 

APPENDIX C.  AVOIDAN CE, MINIMIZATION AND/OR MITIGATION SUMMARY
 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
110 

APPENDIX D.  REQUIRED CONSULTATION/CONCURRENCE DOCUMENTATION (FOR 
FINAL DOCUMENT ONLY)
 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
115 

APPENDIX E.  COMMENT LETTERS AND RESPONSES (IF NOT INCLUDED IN CHAPTER 
4; FOR FINAL DOCUMEN T ONLY)
 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
116 

APPENDIX F. FEMA FIRM FLOODPLAIN MAP
 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
117 

APPENDIX G. CENSUS BLOCK MAP
 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
118 

APPENDIX H. SPECIES LIST
 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
119 

 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
119 

 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
121 

LIST OF TECHNICAL ST UDIES
 ..................................................................................................................................................... 
152 

  



 

 
Sonora Junction Shoulder Widening Project   January 2021 
IS-MND/EA 09-36800 10  

 

List of Tables and Figures 

Figure 1 - Overview Map of Build Alternatives ...........................................................................14 
 
Figure 2 ï Wildlife Crossing Measures Proposed Features .......................................................17 
 
Figure 3 - Alternative 1 Major Proposed Features .....................................................................19 
 
Figure 4 - Alternative 2 Major Proposed Features .....................................................................20 
 
Figure 5 - Alternative 3 Major Proposed Features .....................................................................21 
 
Figure 6 - Existing roadside cut-slope in project limits with minimal to moderate vegetation 
coverage. ..................................................................................................................................31 
 
Figure 7 - Anchored Wire Mesh (not color treated) installed north of proposed project. .............32 
 
Figure 8 - Regional deer herds and migration routes (approximate project area shown by red 
circles) ......................................................................................................................................43 
 
Figure 9 - Potential impacts to water resources - project overview map (all sections) ...............50 
 
Figure 10 - Potential impacts to aquatic resources ï Section map 1 of 7 (north to south ...........51 
 
Figure 11 - Potential impacts to aquatic resources ï Section map 2 of 7 (north to south) ..........52 
 
Figure 12 - Potential impacts to aquatic resources ï Section map 3 of 7 (north to south); stream 
diversion in purple .....................................................................................................................53 
 
Figure 13 - Potential impacts to aquatic resources ï Section map 4 of 7 (north to south) ..........54 
Figure 14 - Potential impacts to aquatic resources - Section map 5 of 7 (north to south); 
oversized wildlife culvert proposed approximately station 74+50 ...............................................55 
 
Figure 15 - Potential impacts to aquatic resources - Section map 6 of 7 (north to south) ..........56 
 
Figure 16 - Potential impacts to aquatic resources - Section map 7 of 7 (north to south) ..........57 
 
Figure 17 - U.S. 2016 Greenhouse Gas Emissions ...................................................................91 
 
Figure 18 - California 2017 Greenhouse Gas Emissions ...........................................................91 
 
Figure 19 - Change in California GDP, Population, and GHG Emissions since 2000 (Source: 
ARB 2019b) ..............................................................................................................................92 
 
Figure 20 - California Climate Strategy .....................................................................................95 
 
  



 

 
Sonora Junction Shoulder Widening Project   January 2021 
IS-MND/EA 09-36800 11  

 
 
 
 
 

Page Intentionally Left Blank  



 

 
Sonora Junction Shoulder Widening Project   January 2021 
IS-MND/EA 09-36800 12  

Chapter 1 ï Proposed Project 

Introduction 

NEPA Assignment 

California participated in the ñSurface Transportation Project Delivery Pilot Programò (Pilot 
Program) pursuant to 23 USC 327, for more than five years, beginning July 1, 2007, and ending 
September 30, 2012.  MAP-21 (P.L. 112-141), signed by President Obama on July 6, 2012, 
amended 23 USC 327 to establish a permanent Surface Transportation Project Delivery 
Program.  As a result, the Department entered into a Memorandum of Understanding pursuant 
to 23 USC 327 (NEPA Assignment MOU) with FHWA.  The NEPA Assignment MOU became 
effective October 1, 2012, and was renewed on December 23, 2016, for a term of five years.  In 
summary, the Department continues to assume FHWA responsibilities under NEPA and other 
federal environmental laws in the same manner as was assigned under the Pilot Program, with 
minor changes.  With NEPA Assignment, FHWA assigned and the Department assumed all of 
the United States Department of Transportation (USDOT) Secretary's responsibilities under 
NEPA.  This assignment includes projects on the State Highway System and Local Assistance 
Projects off of the State Highway System within the State of California, except for certain 
categorical exclusions that FHWA assigned to the Department under the 23 USC 326 CE 
Assignment MOU, projects excluded by definition, and specific project exclusions.   

The California Department of Transportation (Department), as assigned by the Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA), is the lead agency under the National Environmental Policy Act 
(NEPA).  The Department is the lead agency under the California Environmental Quality Act 
(CEQA). 

The California Department of Transportation (the Department) proposes to widen the paved 
highway shoulders, install rumble strips, rehabilitate asphalt pavement, and correct the super-
elevation of three curves on approximately 2 miles of U.S. 395 from postmile 91.6 to 93.4 in 
Mono County, California. There are three construction, or ñbuildò, alternatives under 
consideration, and one ñno-buildò alternative which would not build any portion of the project. 
Within the project limits, U.S. 395 is a two-lane conventional highway and is a rural part of an 
interregional road system connection between Southern California, the Eastern Sierra Region 
(Inyo and Mono Counties), and Western Central Nevada. U.S. 395 is a designated State Scenic 
Highway within the limits of this project.  

The terrain through the project limits is comprised of rolling hills, wetland meadows, and steep 
slopes that pass through the Sierra Nevada Mountains and the Humboldt-Toiyabe National 
Forest. Roadway elevations vary from 6,955 to 7,155 feet above sea level. Seasonal 
temperatures are extreme, ranging from below 0 degrees to 100 degrees Fahrenheit. The area 
receives snow and is regularly plowed in winter months. 

Hot Creek runs roughly parallel to U.S. 395 within the project limits in a confined channel 
approximately ten to fifteen feet lower than the roadway surface, and in places is close to or 
touching the slopes directly below the highway shoulders. The creek crosses underneath the 
highway in three locations and shortly after the end of the project limits, joins the West Walker 
River near Sonora Junction (S.R. 108). 

The existing roadway consists of one 12-foot lane in each direction (north and south) with 
shoulders that average approximately 2 feet wide. The current highway alignment was built in 

https://dot.ca.gov/programs/environmental-analysis/standard-environmental-reference-ser/mous-moas-agreements
https://dot.ca.gov/programs/environmental-analysis/standard-environmental-reference-ser/mous-moas-agreements
https://dot.ca.gov/programs/environmental-analysis/standard-environmental-reference-ser/mous-moas-agreements
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1931 and no major alterations to the roadway design has occurred since then. The design 
speed and posted speed limit are currently 65 miles per hour.  

The Sonora Junction Shoulder Widening Project was proposed by the Caltrans District 9 
Department of Traffic Operations and Maintenance and has conceptual approval of funding from 
the 201.015 ï Collision Severity Reduction Program. It is consistent with the Caltrans District 9 
U.S. Highway 395 Transportation Concept Report (2014) and the Mono County Regional 
Transportation Plan (2018). 

There are three ñbuildò alternatives under consideration for the project, and one ñno-buildò 
alternative. The build alternatives (Alternatives 1, 2, and 3) differ in the width and locations of 
shoulder widenings within the project limits. Alternative 1 proposes to widen the shoulders to 
four feet throughout the project area, Alternative 2 proposes using variable widths between four 
and eight feet, and Alternative 3 proposes to widen the shoulders to eight feet throughout the 
project area. Alternative 2 would widen shoulders to eight feet everywhere except PM 92.56 to 
PM 92.90 on the southbound side, which would have four foot shoulders. This would result in 
approximately 0.34 mile of improved 4-foot shoulders and 1.46 miles of improved 8-foot 
shoulders.  

The ten-year accident history from January 1, 2010 to December 31, 2019 recorded 27 
collisions. All collisions were property damage only and 16 were the result of vehicle verses 
deer; this corridor is also a known deer migration area. The increased visibility and maneuvering 
room provided by wider shoulders is expected to improve both driver and wildlife safety in the 
project limits as well as to provide a consistent shoulder width on US 395 within the vicinity. To 
provide additional benefit to wildlife, an option for the addition of two oversized culverts 
underneath the highway and exclusionary fencing has been proposed. Addition of this work is 
dependent on funding and partner agency approval. 

The tentative project schedule is as follows: public circulation of the draft environmental 
document will occur from 2/1/2021 ï 3/1/2021, final selection of a preferred alternative and 
completion of the final environmental document 5/1/2021, final design and acquisition of 
environmental permits will be completed prior to 6/8/2023, and construction would likely begin in 
the spring or summer of 2024. The construction schedule would be finalized during final design, 
however at this point it is anticipated construction activities would be completed before 
7/30/2025. Please note the above dates are tentative and subject to change based on 
alternative selection, funding, weather delays etc. and are mentioned to provide the interested 
public an estimated timeline of the project process.  
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Figure 1 - Overview Map of Build Alternatives 
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Purpose and Need 
 
The project ñpurposeò is a set of objectives the project intends to meet.  The project ñneedò is 
the transportation deficiency that the project was initiated to address.   

1. The Purpose of this project is to reduce accidents, enhance safety, and make the road 
accessible to all modes of transportation by accommodating bicycles and pedestrians.  

2. This project is needed because the accident history for the 10-year period from January 
1, 2010 to December 31, 2019 is above the statewide average. Highway shoulder widths 
and guardrail systems do not meet current standards. 
 

The terrain through the project limits is rolling, high mountain terrain that passes through the 
Sierra Mountains and the Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest. Roadway elevations vary from 
6955 ft to 7155 ft. This area receives snow and is regularly plowed in winter. Within the project 
limits, the roadway consists of two 12-foot lanes with 2-foot paved shoulders. The posted speed 
limit is 65 mph.  

The proposed project is consistent with the 2019 Mono County RTP. The RTP includes needs, 
goals and actions for the provision of wider shoulders for bike and other uses as a component of 
rehabilitation and maintenance projects on streets and highways, and acknowledges that adding 
adequate shoulder during projects enables safe pedestrian and bike use; increases motorist 
safety; and improves system safety and maintenance.ò 

Independent Utility and Logical Termini 

Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) regulations (23 Code of Federal Regulations [CFR] 
771.111 [f]) require that the action evaluated: 

1. Connect logical termini and be of sufficient length to address environmental matters on a 
broad scope. 

2. Have independent utility or independent significance (be usable and be a reasonable 
expenditure even if no additional transportation improvements in the area are made). 

3. Not restrict consideration of alternatives for other reasonably foreseeable transportation 
improvements. 

The proposed project limits encompass a segment of U.S. 395 bordered by segments recently 
upgraded to current standards on both the north and south ends. Therefore, this project has 
independent utility and does not rely on future projects to be usable or reasonable. No 
reasonably-foreseeable future transportation projects will be limited by the proposed project. 
 

Project Description 

This section describes the proposed action and the project alternatives developed to meet the 
purpose and need of the project, while avoiding or minimizing environmental impacts.  The three 
ñBuildò alternatives are Alternative 1, Alternative 2, and Alternative 3, and there is one ñNo-Build 
Alternative.ò The No-Build alternative would not build the project and the segment would remain 
unchanged from its current condition. Unless otherwise noted, all discussion of impacts in this 
document refer to specific Build alternatives.  
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Within the project limits, U.S. 395 is a two-lane conventional highway and is a rural part of an 
interregional road system connection between Southern California, the Eastern Sierra Region 
(Inyo and Mono Counties), and Western Central Nevada. U.S. 395 is a designated State Scenic 
Highway within the limits of this project. The roadway currently consists of one 12-foot lane in 
each direction of travel (north and south) with shoulders that average approximately two feet 
wide, while the current highway standard is eight-foot shoulders. The current highway alignment 
was built in 1931 and no major alterations to the roadway design has occurred since then. The 
design speed and posted speed limit are currently 65 miles per hour. The purpose of this project 
is to bring highway features into current standards and provide alternative transportation options 
for cyclists and pedestrians. 
 
Generally, all three build alternatives (1-3) would widen the existing highway shoulders within 
the project limits and install ground-in rumble strips. The major differences between the build 
alternatives are the extent and locations of shoulder widening. The environmental study limits 
used for this project extend outside of the project footprint in all directions and are sufficient to 
capture potential impacts from any alternative. 
 

Alternatives  

Common Design Features of the Build Alternatives  

All three build alternatives will remove vegetation where the wider shoulder requires slope work 
or excavation to construct retaining walls. Grading and Earthwork will also impact vegetation 
where embankment hinge points need to be reestablished behind guardrails. Culverts will need 
to be extended for each alternative to accommodate the wider shoulders; at least two culverts 
will require extension under each alternative. Culvert work will require working in and around 
running water and riparian vegetation. 

All three build alternatives propose to realign Hot Creek in one location (postmile 92.36-92.38, 
see figures 3, 4, and 5). This area currently has a steep eroded slope that drops directly from 
the highway to the creek. Realigning the creek and reconstructing the slope will help prevent 
further erosion and undermining of the retaining wall. During construction, the creek would be 
diverted into the lower section so that this work can be performed in the creek channel. The 
proposed work in the Hot Creek channel is outside of existing Caltransô right-of-way, therefore 
construction easements will be required. 

New asphalt, lane markings and rumble strips would then be placed on the highway pavement 
surface. The existing guardrail be removed and replaced with the current standard Midwest 
guardrail system at the edge of the new shoulders.  

In addition to the work items listed above, additional grading and vegetation removal will occur 
on Alternatives 2 and 3. Under these two alternatives, the horizontal super elevation of three 
existing highway curves will also be corrected. This work will involve removing the existing 
asphalt surface and re-grading the surface to create standard curve geometry throughout the 
curve. Additionally, where steep cut slopes occur on Alternatives 2 and 3, anchored wire mesh 
is proposed to be placed on the slopes to stabilize them. Vegetation will be removed from the 
cut slope areas where mesh will be placed for slope stabilization. There are no obvious trees 
that will require removal but work in riparian areas will be required.  
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Optional Wildlife Crossing Measures  

All alternatives have the option to construct wildlife undercrossing structures and exclusionary 
fencing. The wildlife crossing features are included as an option if project funding and partner 
agency approval allows. 

 

Figure 2 ï Wildlife Crossing Measures Proposed Features 

The purpose of including the wildlife-crossing features is to provide an added opportunity for the 
installation of preventative measures to help benefit wildlife. Specifically, these features are 
being proposed as way to reduce additional deer-vehicle collisions as well as other wildlife-
vehicle casualties. 

There are two options related to Wildlife Crossings: 

1. Option A: Install wildlife undercrossing structures at PM 91.59 and PM 92.86. 

2. Option B: Install wildlife undercrossing structures at PM 91.59 and PM 92.86 and 
install wildlife exclusionary fencing connecting the two structures. 

The proposed undercrossing structures are corrugated steel plate pipe arches (16.5 x 11 feet 
and 13.5 x 9.5 feet). The materials for these structures are already owned by the State, so they 
would be State furnished. The wildlife exclusionary fence will be 8 feet high, with graduated wire 
mesh on metal posts. Fencing would be painted or stained a natural color to blend with the 
surrounding area. Access gates and wildlife jump-outs would be included where necessary. A 
28-foot double-cattleguard would be needed on Burcham Flat Road to ensure wildlife exclusion 
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connectivity between the crossing structures. If approved, the fencing is proposed to be placed 
within project limits as depicted in Figure 2; however, the exact fencing locations and features 
will be determined during design finalization. Both options will require Temporary Construction 
Easements for fence and undercrossing construction. 

The inclusion of Wildlife Crossing Option A would add approximately $255,000 to the project 
cost; Option B would add approximately $516,500 to project cost. (District 9 Environmental staff 
are researching  covering some of these costs with wildlife-specific grant funding.) By 
constructing these features as part of this highway project, rather than as a stand-alone project, 
total costs and impacts to the travelling public could be reduced.  

Additional right-of-way will be needed for Option B: 

Å PM 91.59 to 91.69 (Right), USFS, for fencing ï 0.60 acre USFS 

Å PM 91.59 to 92.16 (Left), USFS, for fencing ï 1.65 acres USFS 
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Unique Features of Build Alternatives  

This project contains a number of standardized project measures which are employed on most, 
if not all, Caltrans projects and were not developed in response to any specific environmental 
impact resulting from the proposed project.  These measures are addressed in more detail in 
the Environmental Consequences sections found in Chapter 2. Unique features for each of the 
alternatives is discussed below. 

Alternative 1 ï 4-foot Shoulders  

Alternative 1 proposes to build 4-foot wide northbound and southbound highway shoulders 
throughout the project limits. 

 
Figure 3 - Alternative 1 Major Proposed Features 

Alternative 1 is the alternative with the least amount of widening on the highway shoulders and 
thus, requires fewer project features than if  widening the shoulders beyond four feet. This 
alternative proposes four sections of retaining walls  for an estimated 440 feet of new retaining 
walls on the southbound side of the highway. Alternative 1 does not include extensive slope 
work on the northbound side of U.S. 395 and is not expected to require anchored wire mesh to 
support slope stability. Three culverts are anticipated to be extended or replaced to 
accommodate the new 4-foot shoulders, three sections of guardrail would be replaced, and one 
section of new guardrail will be installed outside of the new shoulders. The total amount of 
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guardrail work equals approximately 2,850 linear feet. Alternative 1 would require 0.09 acre of 
new right-of- way and temporary construction easements.  

Alternative 2 ï Hybrid 4-foot and 8-foot Shoulders 
 
Alternative 2 represents a design option which includes eight-foot-wide shoulders for much of 
the project except for a section of highway just under 0.5 mile long on the southbound side 
where shoulders will be widened to four feet (PM 92.56 to 92.90). This small section of four-foot 
shoulder occurs where Hot Creek comes close to and runs roughly parallel to the highway. As a 
result, Alternative 2 will have more of an impact to riparian resources than Alternative 1, and 
only slightly less of an impact than Alternative 3. 
 

 
Figure 4 - Alternative 2 Major Proposed Features 

The wider shoulders under Alternative 2 will necessitate deeper hillside roadcuts and more fill 
than Alternative 1. Seven new retaining walls built in 15 section on the southbound side of the 
highway totaling approximately 3,400 linear feet are proposed as are five sections of cut-slope 
on the northbound side of the highway. Stabilization of these sections of cut-slope will require 
the installation of anchored wire mesh at five locations. Six existing culverts would need to be 
extended or replaced and two new culverts would be installed to facilitate water conveyance 
beneath the highway. Guardrail would be replaced at three locations and new guardrail would 
be installed at six locations, equaling a total 4,710 linear feet of guardrail work. New right-of-way 
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would be needed in two locations totaling 0.68 acre and temporary construction easements 
would be needed in four locations for creek diversion, cut slopes, and new culvert installation. 
 
Alternative 3 ï 8-foot Shoulders 
 
Alternative 3 represents the alternative with the largest amount of total shoulder widening and 
therefore, the largest project footprint. This alternative would construct eight-foot shoulders on 
both the northbound and southbound sides of the highway throughout the project limits. The 
larger shoulder widths would create additional room for disabled vehicles to pull off of the 
highway or maneuver around roadway objects or wildlife. Per the 2020 Caltrans Highway 
Design Manual the current standard shoulder width for rural conventional highways is eight feet. 
 

 
Figure 5 - Alternative 3 Major Proposed Features 

Alternative 3 represents the alternative with the largest amount of total shoulder widening and 
therefore, the largest project footprint. This alternative would construct eight-foot shoulders on 
both the northbound and southbound sides of the highway throughout the project limits. The 
larger shoulder widths would create additional room for disabled vehicles to pull off of the 
highway or maneuver around roadway objects or wildlife. Per the 2020 Caltrans Highway 
Design Manual the current standard shoulder width for rural conventional highways is eight feet. 
 
Alternative 3 would require 7 retaining walls to be built in 15 sections on the southbound side of 
the highway totaling an estimated 3,400 linear feet. These walls are the same as what would be 
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required under Alternative 2, but more than would be required under Alternative 1. Also 
shoulder widths for Alternative 3 would require cutting back slopes on the northbound side of 
the highway and anchored wire mesh is expected to be installed to promote slope stability in 
five sections. Alternative 3 would require approximately three areas of imported fill material to 
support the wider shoulders, which is more than either Alternative 1 or 2 (each requires one 
area of fill). Six culverts would need to be extended or replaced to accommodate the wider 
shoulders, and one additional culvert would be added in the project limits for Alternative 3; these 
are the same culverts which would be extended, replaced and added under Alternative 2. 
Alternative 3 proposes to replace and construct new guardrail in the same nine sections as 
Alternative 2 for a total of approximately 4,710 linear feet. Additional Caltrans Right of Way 
would need to be acquired in three locations to accommodate anchored wire mesh and slope 
work. This is one more location than Alternative 2, and two more locations than needed to 
construct Alternative 1. The total amount of new Right of Way for Alternative 3 is 0.77 acre. Four 
locations would require temporary construction easements to allow work to occur outside of 
Caltransô right-of-way. 
 
Comparison of Alternatives 
Table 1 (below) indicates major project features which would be constructed for each build 
alternative as described in the preceding paragraphs. Potential impacts of each alternative on 
environmental resources are described under the appropriate resource section in Chapters 2 
and 3 of this document. At this point in the project development process, Caltrans has not 
identified a preferred project alternative. 
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Table 1 - Comparison of major features for three "build" alternatives. All lengths and locations are approximate. 

Feature 

Southbound 
ñSBò or 

Northbound 
ñNBò Side 

Alt 1 Alt 2 Alt 3 Postmile 
Linear Feet 

(Approximate) 

Retaining Wall 1 NB No Yes Yes 
91.58-
91.60 

105 

Retaining Wall 2 
 

NB No Yes Yes 
91.74-
91.77 

200 

SB Yes Yes Yes 
91.77-
91.79 

75 

SB No Yes Yes 
91.79-
91.83 

200 

SB Yes Yes Yes 91.83 25 

SB No Yes Yes 
91.83-
91.90 

375 

SB Yes Yes Yes 
91.90-
91.93 

150 

SB No Yes Yes 
91.93-
91.96 

175 

Retaining Wall 3 SB No Yes Yes 
92.20-
92.26 

360 

Retaining Wall 4 SB No Yes Yes 
92.42-
92.50 

445 

Retaining Wall 5 SB No Yes Yes 
92.53-
92.56 

175 

Retaining Wall 6 

SB No Yes Yes 
93.06-
93.08 

110 

SB Yes Yes Yes 
93.08-
93.12 

190 

SB No Yes Yes 
93.11-
93.20 

425 

Retaining Wall 7 SB No Yes Yes 
93.27-
93.34 

375 

       

Creek 
Realignment 

SB Yes Yes Yes 
92.36-
92.38 

Approx. 1056 

       

Anchored Wire 
Mesh 1 

NB No Yes Yes 
92.00-
92.11 

24,400 

Anchored Wire 
Mesh 2 

NB No Yes Yes 
92.44-
92.57 

37,200 

Anchored Wire 
Mesh 3 

NB No Yes Yes 
92.92-
93.06 

29,000 

Anchored Wire 
Mesh 4 

NB No Yes Yes 
93.19-
93.28 

19,200 

Anchored Wire 
Mesh 5 

NB No Yes Yes 
93.31-
93.38 

15,600 

       

Culvert (replace)  Yes Yes Yes 91.59  
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Feature 

Southbound 
ñSBò or 

Northbound 
ñNBò Side 

Alt 1 Alt 2 Alt 3 Postmile 
Linear Feet 

(Approximate) 

Culvert 
(extend/replace) 

 No Yes Yes 91.83  

Culvert 
(extend/replace) 

 No Yes Yes 91.95  

Culvert (new)  No Yes Yes 92.35  

Culvert 
(extend/replace) 

 Yes Yes Yes 92.63  

Culvert 
(extend/replace) 

 Yes Yes Yes 92.85  

Culvert 
(extend/replace) 

 No Yes Yes 93.18  

       

Guardrail (New) 
approximate 

 No Yes Yes 
91.57-
91.61 

195 

Guardrail 
(replace) 

 Yes Yes Yes 
91.73-
91.67 

1300 

Guardrail (New) 
approximate 

 No Yes Yes 
92.17-
92.27 

535 

Guardrail (New) 
approximate 

 
Yes, if 
wall 

Yes Yes 
92.35-
92.39 

200 

Guardrail (New) 
approximate 

 No Yes Yes 
92.42-
92.57 

800 

Guardrail (New) 
approximate 

Both No Yes Yes 
92.83-
92.87 

200 

Guardrail (New) 
approximate 

 No Yes Yes 
92.87-
92.90 

150 

Guardrail 
(replace) 

 Yes Yes Yes 
93.05-
93.20 

785 

Guardrail 
(replace) 

 Yes Yes Yes 
93.27-
93.37 

545 

       

Slope Work (fill) NB No Yes Yes 
92.71-
92.73 

 

Slope Work (fill) SB Yes Yes Yes 
92.56-
92.90 

 

Slope Work (fill) NB No Yes Yes 
92.84-
92.87 

 

       

Additional Right 
of Way 

NB No Yes Yes 
91.97-
92.13 

 

Additional Right 
of Way 

SB Yes Yes Yes 
92.35-
92.36 

 

Additional Right 
of Way 

SB No No Yes 
92.85-
92.90 

 

Additional Right 
of Way 

Both Optional Optional Optional 
91.59-
92.86 
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Feature 

Southbound 
ñSBò or 

Northbound 
ñNBò Side 

Alt 1 Alt 2 Alt 3 Postmile 
Linear Feet 

(Approximate) 

       

Optional Wildlife 
Crossing 1 

 Optional Optional Optional 91.59  

Optional Wildlife 
Crossing 2 

 Optional Optional Optional 92.86  

       

Optional Deer 
Fencing 

Both Optional Optional Optional 
91.59-
92.86 

13,700 

       

Estimated 
Project Cost 

(Non-escalated) 
 

Alt 1 
$3,456,000 

Alt 2 
$13,378,000 

Alt 3 
$14,144,000 

 
 
No-Build (No Action) Alternative 
 
The No-Build alternative would not construct any portion of the proposed project and the 
highway would remain in its current condition. The No-Build Alternative would not meet the 
projectôs purpose and need and safety issues would continue to be present at this location on 
U.S. 395. 
 
Alternatives Considered but Eliminated from Further Discussion  

At this stage in the project development process, no alternatives have been removed from 
consideration. All three build alternatives (Alternatives 1, 2, and 3) as well as the No-Build 
alternative are currently being considered.  

 
Reversible Lanes 

Assembly Bill 2542 amended California Streets and Highways code to require, effective January 
1, 2017, that Caltrans or a regional transportation planning agency demonstrate that reversible 
lanes were considered when submitting a capacity-increasing project or a major street or 
highway lane realignment project to the California Transportation Commission for approval 
(California Streets and Highways Code, Section 100.015).  The proposed project will not 
increase highway capacity or result in a major realignment of the highway and therefore does 
not meet the criteria to consider reversible lanes.  

After the public circulation period, all comments will be considered, and the Department will 
select a preferred alternative and make the final determination of the projectôs effect on the 
environment. Under the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), if no unmitigable 
significant adverse impacts are identified, the Department will prepare a Negative Declaration 
(ND) or Mitigated ND.   

Similarly, if the Department, as assigned by the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), 
determines the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) action does not significantly impact 
the environment, the Department will issue a Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI).  
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Permits and Approvals Needed 

The following permits, licenses, agreements, and certifications (PLACs) are required for project 
construction: 

Agency PLAC Status 

United States Army 
Corps of Engineers 

Section 404 Permit for filling or 
dredging waters of the United States.   

 

Waters of the US have been identified within the 
project footprint and would be permanently 
and/or temporarily impacted by any of the build 
alternatives. A 404 permit would be acquired 
after selection of a preferred alternative and 
before construction activities begin (prior to June 
2023) 

California Department of 
Fish and Wildlife 

1602 Agreement for Streambed 
Alteration 

 

Applications for 1602 permit for alteration of 
streambed and riparian habitat for any of the 
build alternatives. Permit expected after an 
alternative is chosen and prior to construction 
activities begin (prior to June 2023)  

California Water 
Resources Board ï 
Lahontan Region 

401 Permit 

 

Waters of the State have been identified within 
the project footprint and would be permanently 
and/or temporarily impacted by any of the build 
alternatives. A 401 permit would be acquired 
after an alternative is chosen and prior to 
construction activities (prior to June 2023) 

California 
Transportation 
Commission 

CTC vote to approve funds  

 

Following the approval of the FED, the California 
Transportation Commission will be required to 
vote to approve funding for the project. Vote 
expected to occur at earliest CTC meeting after 
final environmental document is submitted (May 
2021) 

United States 
Department of 
Agriculture Forest 
Service 

Federal Land Transfer A total of 0.77 acres of new Right of Way will 
need to be acquired from Humboldt-Toiyabe 
National Forest lands. This amount would 
increase to a total of 3.07 acres if the optional 
wildlife exclusionary fencing is approved. 
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Chapter 2 ï Affected Environment, Environmental Consequences, and 
Avoidance, Minimization, and/or Mitigation Measures  

TOPICS CONSIDERED BUT DETERMINED NOT TO BE RELEVANT  

As part of the scoping and environmental analysis carried out for the project, the following 
environmental issues were considered but no adverse impacts were identified.  As a result, 
there is no further discussion about these issues in this document. 

Human Environment 
 
Land Use 
The proposed project rehabilitates/improves the existing transportation facility (highway). There 
will be no change or effects to land use. 
 
Coastal Zone 
There will be no effects to coastal resources because the project is not located within the 
coastal zone. 
 
Environmental Justice 
The proposed project is in a rural area with few nearby residents. A data search at 
www.data.census.gov (8/19/20) returned the following demographic information for Mono 
County: the total population is approximately 18,474 people, of which 84.8% are White. The 
median annual income is $63,018 and the unemployment rate is 10.4%. According to the 
Department of Health and Human Services, the poverty level for a family of four in America in 
2020 is $26,200 (https://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty-guidelines). No minority or low-income 
populations that would be adversely affected by the proposed project have been identified as 
determined above.  Therefore, this project is not subject to the provisions of Executive Order 
12898. 
 
Wild and Scenic Rivers 
There are no Nationally designated Wild, Scenic, or Recreational Rivers within or near the 
project area per a search of the National Wild and Scenic Rivers System database 
(https://www.rivers.gov/california.php; 8/19/20). There will be no effects to Wild and Scenic 
Rivers. 
 
Parks and recreational Facilities 
There are no parks or other recreational facilities within the project limits. An aerial search using 
Google Earth, Google Maps, and LandVision revealed the majority of land outside of Caltransô 
right-of-way either belongs to the Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest or is private property, with 
no public parks or recreational facilities.  
 
Farmlands 
Per a search of the California Department of Conservationôs Important Farmland Mapping Tool, 
there are no designated Prime, Unique or Farmlands of Statewide Importance in or near the 
proposed project limits. The project will not have any effect on protected Farmlands, including 
those under the Williamson Act, or convert any farmlands into non-agricultural use since none 
exist near the project. (https://maps.conservation.ca.gov/DLRP/CIFF/; 8/19/20). 
 
 
 

http://www.data.census.gov/
https://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty-guidelines
https://www.rivers.gov/california.php
https://maps.conservation.ca.gov/DLRP/CIFF/
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Timberlands 
Impacts to timberland are analyzed as required by the California Timberland Productivity Act of 
1982 (CA Government Code Sections 51100 et seq.), which was enacted to preserve forest 
resources.  Similar to the Williamson Act, this program gives landowners tax incentives to keep 
their land in timber production.  Contracts involving Timber Production Zones (TPZs) are on 10-
year cycles. Searches of Mono County Planning documents, the California Department of 
Conservation website and the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (CALFIRE) 
website showed no designated timberlands or Timber Production Zones in or near the project 
vicinity. The project will have no effect on protected Timberlands since none exist in the project 
area.  
 
Growth 
The proposed project is located in a rural, sparsely-populated area and would not increase the 
vehicle capacity of the highway or otherwise affect growth. Due to the projectôs scope and 
setting, it will have no impacts on growth. 
 
Community Character and Cohesion 
The project area is rural and sparsely populated. Widening the existing highway shoulders is not 
expected to have any impact on community character and cohesion as few residences exist 
near the project area and no barriers to access would be constructed. The addition of wider 
shoulders could allow increased cyclist use of the highway and may benefit multi-modal 
cohesion in the general area.  
 
Relocations and Real Property Acquisition 
No residential or commercial relocations would occur for any alternative under consideration. 
Minor sections of additional right-of-way would need to be acquired to construct portions of 
some alternatives however these areas are undeveloped and would not result in relocations or 
impacts to property owners. Caltrans Right-of-Way staff will contact and coordinate with private 
and government landowners in the area after an alternative is chosen.  
 
Utilities/Emergency Services 
No utilities are expected to be moved or impacted by construction of any of the build 
alternatives. Emergency access through the construction area will be maintained through 
Caltrans standard traffic control measures which often include flaggers and pilot cars if lanes 
are closed during construction.  
 
Traffic and Transportation/Pedestrian and Bicycle Facilities 
The proposed project will widen paved highway shoulders and install ground-in rumble strips 
between the fog line and edge of shoulder. The facility will be better suited for pedestrians and 
cyclists after any of the three build alternatives are constructed, compared to existing conditions 
(two-foot shoulders). During construction, standard Caltrans protocols including one-way lane 
management, flaggers and pilot vehicles will be used to ensure traffic delays are minimized and 
that multi-modal users accommodated. 
 
Floodplains 
There will be no effects to the 100-year floodplain because the project is not located within a 
100-year base floodplain. See Appendix I. for FEMA Floodplain Map.  
 
Air Quality 
The project area is not within a nonattainment or maintenance area for ozone, nitrogen dioxide, 
carbon monoxide, PM2.5 or PM10 per the EPA Green Book and therefore Transportation 
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Conformity does not apply to the project. A short-term mesoscale degradation of air quality 
could occur during construction activities; however Caltrans standard dust control and 
emissions standards will be implemented so no impacts are anticipated.  
 
Noise 
The project is exempt from noise analysis and abatement as a Type III project per 23 CFR 772. 
Temporary elevation of noise levels from construction activities would occur under any build 
alternative, however there are no sensitive receptors in the project area and all activities will be 
constrained by local and regional work-hour restrictions. No impacts are anticipated.  
 
Threatened and Endangered Species 
A US Fish and Wildlife Service species list was obtained for this project (see Appendix H). Each 
of the build alternatives would have No Effect on any listed threatened or endangered species 
or critical habitat. This project is located outside of NOAA Fisheries Service jurisdiction; 
therefore, a NOAA species list is not required and no effects to NOAA species are anticipated.  
 
Section 4(f) 
There are no historic sites, parks and recreational resources, wildlife or waterfowl refuges which 
meet the definition of a Section 4(f) resource within the project vicinity. Therefore, this project is 
not subject to the provisions of Section 4(f) of the Department of Transportation Act of 1966. 
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Human Environment  

VISUAL/AESTHETICS  

Regulatory Setting 

The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) of 1969, as amended, establishes that the 
federal government use all practicable means to ensure all Americans safe, healthful, 
productive, and aesthetically (emphasis added) and culturally pleasing surroundings (42 United 
States Code [USC] 4331[b][2]).  To further emphasize this point, the Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA), in its implementation of NEPA (23 USC 109[h]), directs that final 
decisions on projects are to be made in the best overall public interest taking into account 
adverse environmental impacts, including among others, the destruction or disruption of 
aesthetic values. 

The California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) establishes that it is the policy of the state to 
take all action necessary to provide the people of the state ñwithéenjoyment of aesthetic, 
natural, scenic and historic environmental qualitiesò (CA Public Resources Code [PRC] Section 
21001[b]). 

California Streets and Highways Code Section 92.3 directs Caltrans to use drought resistant 
landscaping and recycled water when feasible, and incorporate native wildflowers and native 
and climate-appropriate vegetation into the planting design when appropriate. 

Affected Environment 

The following analyses of potential impacts to visual/aesthetic resources are based on a Visual 
Impacts Analysis (VIA) prepared by a Caltrans Licensed Landscape Architect in July 2020. Prior 
to preparing this report, the Landscape Architect completed a Caltrans Visual Questionnaire 
(2017) in order to determine the level of analysis needed for this project.   

The proposed projectôs visual setting is characterized by steep and rugged mountains with 
narrow to broad valleys. Groundcover on the steep slopes contains a mix of sagebrush 
shrubland with small patches of riparian woodlands near creeks and rivers. Cut-slopes with low 
to moderate natural revegetation are common. The setting within the project limits is rural and 
the only structures visible from the highway are a ranch where Spring Wheeler Creek intersects 
with Hot Creek, and a ranch where Hot Creek feeds into the Little Walker River. There are no 
scenic resources (e.g. a tree that displays outstanding features of form or age, a unique or 
massive rock formation, or a historic building that is a rare example of its period, style, or 
design) identified within the project limits. U.S. 395 is a designated State Scenic Highway in 
Mono County from postmile 76.8 to 104.8, which includes the proposed project area.  

The existing visual character within the project limits consists of a two-lane roadway with narrow 
or no shoulders. In this area the U.S. 395 corridor navigates the narrow Hot Creek and Little 
Walker River valleys then enters the wider Burcham Flat area near Sonora Junction where 
views open up of the mountainous terrain of the Sierra Nevada Range. There are several small 
rivers and creeks in the project vicinity that support riparian and wetland vegetation. In the 
middle-ground the topography rises up to 1,000 feet above the canyon. To the west in the 
foreground the topography quickly rises over 1,000 feet above the roadway. Vegetation on the 
mountainsides consists of sparsely mixed sagebrush scrubland with patches of pine, aspen and 
cottonwood trees. Existing roadside cut-slopes are common. Some natural revegetation on 
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existing cut-slopes has occurred, however the plant density is thin due to solar exposure as well 
as wind and rainfall erosion (Figure 6). 

 

Figure 6 - Existing roadside cut-slope in project limits with minimal to moderate vegetation coverage. 

The visual quality of the U.S. 395 corridor is high. Views from the highway in the southern 
portion of the project area are limited to the fore and middle-ground due to local topography and 
the narrow Hot Creek and Little Walker River valleys. In the northern portion of the project limits 
closer to Sonora Junction, the landscape opens up and includes views of the eastern slopes 
and crest of the Sierra Nevada Mountain Range. The native vegetation within the viewshed is 
predominantly mature sagebrush shrublands with patches of pine groves and scattered willow, 
cottonwood and aspen trees where water is present. Hot Creek and Little Walker River have low 
to moderate coverage of riparian vegetation due to their perennial flows. The visual quality is 
slightly affected by a series of roadside cut-slopes predominantly to the north and east 
(northbound side) of the highway. Existing cut-slopes are somewhat revegetated due to slow 
plant establishment and slope steepness resulting in erosion. 

There are few neighbors (residential properties or recreational facilities with views to the road) 
located within the project limits. Highway users (people with views from the road) would be the 
group most affected by the proposed project. On this section of U.S. 395, most highway users 
are comprised of regional or local residents, tourists, and interstate truck drivers. U.S. 395 is a 
key corridor between the Reno/Carson City area, the Eastern Sierra, and Southern California.  

The existing visual character within the project limits is high. Views from U.S. 395 consist of a 
two-lane roadway that travels through a combination of narrow canyons and narrow to 
moderately sized valleys. The roadway regularly follows small creeks and rivers with naturally 
vegetated mountains rising up on both sides. The unity created between the highway and the 
surrounding landscape is also high. Intactness is moderately high due to the lack of visually 
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intrusive features in the landscape, although existing cut-slopes without full revegetation create 
a low to moderate impact to the overall visual character.  

Environmental Consequences 

The proposed project would widen and pave highway shoulders to four, eight, or a combination 
of four and eight feet wide. Improving sight distance by correcting curves as well as widening 
shoulders will require existing low to moderately vegetated cut slopes to be cut further from the 
road and recontoured. Slope stabilization measures proposed include placement of anchored 
wire mesh on the cut slopes. The wire mesh is intended to reduce soil erosion, keep rocks and 
debris from falling onto the roadway, and reduce the area of hill slopes which would need to be 
removed to achieve the highway widening. Guardrails throughout the corridor would need to be 
replaced with the current standard Midwestern Guardrail System (MGS). The MGS guardrails 
are visually similar to the existing guardrails, which they would replace, and the addition of new 
sections of guardrail would not cause impacts to visual resources as guardrail is a common 
highway feature both north and south of the project area. Retaining walls would be needed on 
the west (southbound side) of the highway to reduce impacts to Hot Creek and protect the 
roadway from water erosion. The abovementioned features vary in number, location and length 
per proposed project alternative. Alternatives 2 and 3 would correct the super-elevation of three 
curves as well as install a retaining wall to re-align Hot Creek at postmile 92.36. Installation of 
the wildlife crossings would be below the road grade and thus, not visible to the traveling public. 
If approved, the exclusionary wildlife fencing would be treated with Natina to help blend it into 
the surrounding landscape. 

 

Figure 7 ï Color treated Anchored Wire Mesh installed north of proposed project. 

 


















































































































































































































































